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Outgunned contras 



low profile 


By Vincent J. Schodoteki 

Chicago Tribune 

SANTO DOMINGO, Nicaragua— 
When a band of rebels attacked this 
shabby town in late November, then- 
raid appeared to be going smoothly 
until the nearby Mils began to 
swarm with the army’s newest and 
most potent anti-insurgency weapon, 
Soviet-made combat Mi-24 helicop- 
ters. 

These heavily armed and highly 
maneuverable helicopters, combined 
with political and logistical factors, 
appear to have seriously limited the 
militar y effectiveness of the U.S.- 
financed guerrillas known as con- 
tras. Nicaraguan government sourc- 


es and Western intelligence analysts 
say rebel attacks have been few in 
number, mainly very small opera- 
tions and have had only limited 
impact. 

“It is small and sporadic,” one 
Western intelligence source said of 
contra military activity. 

This situation appeared unchanged 
despite last week’s confirmation by 
the Nicaraguan government that the 
contras used a SAM-7 to shoot down 
a Soviet-made Mi-8 helicopter 165 
miles north of Managua near tee 
town of Mulukuku. 

The incident showed that the con- 
tras were capable of effectively 
using the SAM-7s. However, die fact 
that they brought down an Mi-8, a 


smaller, dower and less heavily ar- 
mored helicopter than the Mi-24, 
lessened die impact, observers said. 
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me Nicaraguan mission to the 
United Nations asked for a meeting 
of the Security Council. 

In Washington, Secretary of State 
George Shultz said tee Reagan ad- 
ministration soon may ask Congress 
to resume direct military aid to the 
contras, which now is prohibited, in 
response to “incontrovertible evi- 
dence” of growing Cuban and Soviet 
involvement in the fighting. Shultz 


denied the U.S. was giving the con- 
tras SAM-7s and said the rebels 
probably obtained teem on the inter- 
national arms market. 

Observers noted that the downing 
of the Soviet Mi-8 helicopter did not 
indicate any dramatic change in the 
rebel efforts. However, they said it 
would be important to see « the 
contras are able to sustain this kind 
of activity. _ 

Leaders of the Nicaraguan Demo- 
cratic Force [FDN], the main rebel 
group, confirmed that the scope of 
their activity has been limited but 
claimed it was part of their present 
strategy. They admitted, however, 


that the Soviet Mi-24 helicopters 
and delays in securing sufficient 
supplies have hampered their op- 
erations. 

The Sandinista army, according 
to various sources, has made sig- 
nificant progress during the last 
six months in coordinating antireb- 
el activities. The sources, both Nic- 
araguan and Western analysts, 
Said the army was showing con- 
siderable skill in geographically 
t»ntaining the contras, intercep- 
ting their communications and re- 
sponding quickly once an attack 


was underway. 

I Nicaragua obtained at least six 
^li-24s — used by the Soviets with 
great success against rebel forces 
in Afghanistan— one year ago but 
It was not until August that they 
were first used in combat in Nica- 
ragua. Western intelligence sourc- 
es doubt that Nicaragua n Pilots 
fare flving the combat missions and 
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They [tee pilots] are doing too 
well for them to be Nicaraguans,” 
one source said. . „ 

F The attack on Santo DomingO In 
ite November appeared to dem- 
istratektee Sandinista govern- 
ment’s neW-^ffectiveness. 

\ According to^ residents of the 
town 100 milei 

Managua, the — ^ 

$:30 a.m. when the contras started 
firing mortars at a grain silo. The 
“ sidents said a few contras were 
tie to penetrate the town and 
;age the limited number of San- 
troops there in small arms 

However, townspeople said that 
’ an hour, helicopters and 
were flying over the town, 

r j small bombs and strafing 

^ co un tryside with rocket and 
machine gun fire. The contras, 


they said, withdrew in some disar- 

tin all, about $0 contras were 
3 according to tee Defense 
stry. While no casualty figures 
released on Sandinista losses, 
of Santo Domingo said 
t ley appeared to be small. 

“We realize teat they are better 
< po wBnate d in tear efforts,” said 
i idolfo Calero Portocarrero, politi- 
cal leader of the FDN and one of 
t te three top officials of the reoent- 
1 / formed United Nicaraguan Op- 
josition [UNO]. 

T**In Santo Domingo we had a 
1 cessful operation, very dean, 

, said. “And then the Hinds 
ti-24s] came and we encoun- 
jed great difficulty." 

I Calero said teat the single most 
nportant piece of military equip- 
ment his forces need now is an- 
tiaircraft missiles to content the 
Mi -24s. The contras have some 
Soviet SAM-7 missiles, but Calero 
dniH these have not yet been used 
a gtei* tee Mi-248 because none 
qf the rebel units attacked by the 
helicopters had tee weapons with 


them. He also admitted that the 
missiles are extremely expensive. 

The contras’ attack on Santo 
Domingo last month was tee only 
serious one tee rebels have con- 
ducted since August when they 
raided and briefly held the town of 
La Trinidad on the Pan American 
Highway. That assault, along with 
another about the same time on 
the town of Cuapas, was thought to 
have been the start of a contra 
offensive. 

But tee offensive never materi- 
alized. In fact, despite the renewal 
of $27 million in non-lethal 
“humanitarian” aid approved by 
Congress and additional $2S million 
in donations from private in- 
dividuals in tee U.S. and from 
other foreign sources, the main 
attacks carried out between Au- 
■ gust and late November were am- 
bushes on Sandinista military con- 
voys. 

Asked about the low level of 
rebel military activity, Calero said 
tee frequency and tee scale of the 
attacks were in line with present 
tactics. He said FDN troops were 
picking battles carefully and 
aimed them at harassing tbe^an- 
dinistas more than scoring dra- 
<matic victories. He called the pres- 
ent level of fighting “sufficient.” 


Continued 
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Nicaraguan and Western intell i- 
gence sources said the low level of 
ranfra military acti vity was n ot 
t he result of a tactical decisionby 
th e rebels, but rather of improve d 
letenaiYfi., gapawnes 
internal co ntra problems. 
‘ They fthe Sandinistasl have 
put together intelligence with com - 
- mandand control and that is~" 
what the contras can 
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Tegtem intelligence source 
‘It is also not very promising 
to see the contras in terms of. 
military development.” 

of the inte lligence work of 


part of t hg intellig ence work of 
the Sandinistaa has involved pene - 

trating the contra ranks with infil - 
trators and intercepting practically 
all of the re bel radio communica- 
tions. varioug sources sa id. 

Calero admitted that these were 
serious problems. “Remember this 
is a civil war,” he said, “and 30 to 
40 percent of our forces have been 
connected with the Sandinistas. We 
are open to defection, and some of 
these are infiltrators.” 

He also said that the FDN com- 
mand was aware that their radio 
communications were compromis- 
ed, but that they were in the pro- 
cess of obtaining new equipment 
that he hoped would eliminate this 
problem. 

Although Calero admitted U.S. 
aid brought with it new bureau- 
cratic problems for the rebels, he 
denied Sandinista claims that this 
had slowed contra procurement. 
He said that after some logistical 
problems a few months ago, ship- 
ments had returned to normal. 
Honduras, which despite official 


denials allows the contras to oper- 
ate from its territory, has blocked 
some recent supply shipments. 

"At one point it (shipment) was 
very slow,” Calero said, ’’but now 
we have established the flow, the 
channels have improved.” 
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